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Affluent western individuals are increasingly fretting about the carbon dioxide 
emissions from their lifestyle and energy use but one key issue, having fewer 
children, is little considered. Nigel Williams reports.
The missing climate change policyThe issue of human impact on climate 
change has been challenged since 
the stalled Copenhagen conference 
last year, with sceptics growing in 
confidence and some researchers 
increasingly on the back foot. But 
there is little doubt that the climate 
is changing and growing numbers 
of people are increasingly aware of 
the degree to which their activities 
contribute to greenhouse gas 
emissions. That, at least, has to be 
a major public relations success 
for researchers. It’s hard now in the 
western world not to read a newspaper 
or magazine highlighting the consequences of profligate western 
lifestyles on the environment. But, 
along with this is the growing debate 
about how best to diminish their 
environmental impact. “From eco-
warriors to eco-quarrellers” ran one 
recent headline in the Times in London. 
It highlighted analyses suggesting that 
66,000 homes could be powered by 
the energy wasted from leaving one 
mobile phone charger per household 
in the UK constantly plugged in. Three 
energy-saving lightbulbs installed in 
every home in the country would save 
enough electricity to power all of the 
nation’s streetlights, it said.Eighty-three per cent of household 
energy costs goes on space and 
water heating, it added. Under the 
constant barrage of such figures it is 
no surprise there is growing concern 
and conflict about what to do.
But a recent article by Oliver 
Burkeman in London’s Guardian 
raised the one issue often missing 
from the debate: children. 
“In 1998, most people weren’t 
willing to consider any significant 
lifestyle changes for environmental 
reasons, let alone cutting back 
on kids. Much has changed since 
then, of course, both in terms of the 
consensus on the threat posed by 
climate change, and our willingness 
to make sacrifices in the face of 
it,” he says. “But one thing has Inconspicuous consumption: Affluent westerners have paid little attention to the influence fewer children would have on climate change. 
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environmental campaign group in 
Britain or the US arguing that, in 
addition to flying less and recycling 
more, middle-class westerners 
should be having fewer children to 
save the planet.”
“Even commentators who warn of 
the evils of overpopulation only rarely 
emphasise that the notion that we — 
rather than those in the developing 
world — might consider doing less 
of the populating,” he says. “For 
several thorny reasons, family size has 
become the great unmentionable of 
the campaign for more environmentally 
friendly lifestyles.”
Burkeman argues that, in spite of all 
the confusion, denial and sensitivities 
that surround the subject, “the basic 
facts are clear. If you live in Britain or 
in the US in 2010, there is nothing you 
can do to reduce your impact on the 
environment that even comes close to 
the effects of having one fewer child.”
“Middle-class westerners 
should be having fewer 
 children to save the planet.”
Burkeman quotes the work by Paul 
Murtagugh and Michael Schlax at 
Oregon State University, published in 
Global Environmental Change, trying 
to put a figure on the idea of ‘carbon 
legacy’ of individuals. They started 
from the idea that if a couple had a 
child they would each be responsible 
for 50 per cent of that child’s lifetime 
carbon emissions and 25 per cent for 
each grandchild and so on. Looking 
at a number of scenarios for future 
carbon emissions, under this analysis 
an American who forgoes having a 
child would save thousands of tonnes 
of future carbon emissions and up to 
six times the amount of carbon dioxide 
they would emit in their own lifetime.
US assessment of savings to be 
made by other measures, as for 
those in the UK, suggest that, if an 
individual drove a more fuel-efficient 
car, drastically reduced the amount 
of driving, installed energy-efficient 
windows, used energy-efficient 
lightbulbs and a number of other 
household measures, fewer than 500 
tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions 
would be saved.
“The fundamental problem with the 
topic of influencing population levels is that almost everybody — no matter 
what their politics or other beliefs — 
has a very good reason to avoid 
discussing it. If you don’t believe in 
climate change, it’s yet more irrelevant, 
busybodyish meddling,” he says.
“If you’re broadly left-wing or 
progressive, as are most people 
strongly committed to reducing 
their own environmental impact, it’s 
awkward, because raising the issue 
seems to shift responsibility from 
the developed countries, which bear 
most of the historical responsibility 
for climate change, to the developing 
world, where population growth is 
most rapid.” But he highlights the 
anti-immigration voices on the right: 
“the whole idea seems backwards: 
they worry that Europe’s population — 
by which they usually mean its white 
population — isn’t growing fast 
enough, so promoting smaller families 
is perverse.”
And economic and pension systems 
that require young people to be 
coming into work and paying taxes, 
adds to the complexity of the issues.
“Above all, perhaps, there’s the 
simple fact that family size seems 
such an intensely personal matter, 
beyond the legitimate scope of 
politics or public campaigns. 
Just mentioning it feels somehow 
inappropriate,” he says.
He highlights the failure in past 
analyses. “Historical predictions of 
catastrophic population explosions 
have tended to be badly wrong, from 
Malthus in the 1700s, to Paul Ehrlich in 
the 1960s, to the UN Population Fund, 
which predicted in 1987 that a world 
population of 5 billion would mean the 
world ‘could degenerate into disaster.’”
But that such fears can continue 
to be unfounded looks increasingly 
unlikely. A meeting held at the 
Royal Society in London last year 
highlighted the issue. A number of 
researchers in a range of disciplines 
explored the ways in which the 
inexorable increase in human numbers 
is exhausting conventional energy 
supplies, accelerating environmental 
pollution and global warming and 
providing an increasing number 
of failed states where civil unrest 
prevails. “Few can be left in any doubt 
that calling a halt to future population 
growth in both developed and 
developing countries is the greatest 
challenge now facing our world,” 
wrote Roger Short of the University of 
Melbourne, introducing the meeting.A recent study by the Optimum 
Population Trust, a US charity, 
estimated that saving a tonne of 
carbon dioxide costs only $7 if the 
money is spent on family planning; 
to achieve the same by means of 
solar power would cost $51. “The 
finding paralysed environmental 
organisations, especially in America, 
where even the hint of increased 
funding for abortion carries huge 
political costs,” Burkeman says.
“From the point of view of climate 
change, choosing to have one fewer 
child — especially if you live in a high-
consumption society — remains a 
very good thing indeed.”
The Optimum Population Trust’s 
campaign in the UK is called Stop 
at Two. Jonathan Porritt, the veteran 
environmentalist and then government 
adviser on sustainability told an 
interviewer, “I think we will work our 
way towards a position that says 
having more than two children is 
irresponsible,” a position which drew 
much criticism.
“From the point of view of 
climate change, choosing 
to have one fewer child — 
 especially if you live in a 
high-consumption society — 
remains a very good thing 
indeed.”
“It is possible that, in Britain at 
least, the issue will resolve itself 
naturally, since both no-child and 
one-child families are becoming much 
more common: a record one-fifth of 
all women turning 50 in Britain in 2010 
have no children, while the percentage 
of children without siblings was 26 per 
cent in 2007, having steadily increased 
from 18 per cent in 1972.”
But what may be happening in 
Britain may not be happening in 
many places elsewhere. “There is no 
doubt that the current rate of human 
population growth is unsustainable. If 
we enabled all the women of the world 
to have control of their own fertility, 
there would be a dramatic decline in 
population growth. So it should be 
possible to achieve that goal set by 
the world’s scientific academies in 
1993: zero population growth in the 
lifetime of our children,” writes Short.
